FEAR

"I have not got it," cried Irene in despair, fearing lest
at any moment her husband might return and catch the
woman under his roof. "I give you my word, I have not
got such a sum. ..."

"Best make haste and find it.53

"I cannot."

The person looked Irene up and down as though
setting a price on her,

"What about that ring? Only got to pawn it, and
you'll have more than enough. Of course, I'm not in the
know about such things and what they're worth, never
having had any jewellery of my own. But I'm pretty sure
they'd let you have four hundred crowns for it."

"My ring," exclaimed Irene, horrified by the sug-
gestion, for it was her engagement ring, the only one of
all her rings she never put away. The stone was one of
the purest water, and was exquisitely set.

"Why not? I'll give you the pawn-ticket, and you can
redeem it when you please. You'll get it back. I shan't
keep it, you may be sure. What would a poor creature
like me do with so costly a trinket?"

"Why are you persecuting me? Why are you torment-
ing me? Oh, I cannot stand it any more. Try to grasp
that fact. I'm through. Can't you show a little mercy?"

"No one never had any mercy on me. They just let me
rot with hunger. Why should I be moved to pity so rich
a lady as yourself?"

Irene was about to answer, when she heard a latch-
key pushed into the front door. Her husband, back from
the office! Hardly knowing what she did, Irene
wrenched the ring from her finger, and handed it over.

"Don't be frightened, I'm off," said the woman, made
keenly aware by the look of fear in Irene's eyes, and the
strained expression of her whole physiognomy, that the
heavy tread in the hall was doubtless that of her victim's
husband.

255